On 1 January, following agitation by journalists, opposition politicians and medical experts alike, the UK government launched a nationwide influenza awareness campaign. As morbidity and mortality figures rose during December, especially for H1N1 swine flu, ministers abandoned their pleas that there was no need for such a campaign, which would normally have started three months earlier.
Even when action was finally taken, it consisted only of advertising to emphasise the danger of flu, and the importance of hygiene measures to thwart its spread. Despite continued criticism, it did not include reminders to individuals in high-risk groups to seek vaccination.
Even when action was finally taken, it consisted only of advertising to emphasise the danger of flu, and the importance of hygiene measures to thwart its spread.
Many critics felt that the original failure to mount any sort of campaign in the autumn stemmed from complacency, since the previous year's outbreak had been less serious than that predicted by a worsecase analysis. While cutting public expenditure savagely, the government had decided not to use the media to remind especially vulnerable individuals to offer themselves for immunisation. Instead, they left responsibility to primary care trusts and individual general practitioners, some of whom did nothing more than putting reminders on prescriptions when patients attended their surgeries for other reasons.
A media storm began with reports from the Department of Health that over 300 flu sufferers were in critical care and that 17 had died. "The National Health Service may become unable to cope with the rapid spread of influenza because shockingly few people, including health professionals, have been vaccinated," said The Guardian (22 December). It quoted Professor Steve Field, until recently chairman of the Royal College of General Practitioners, as saying that the decision not to encourage the public to have the jab to protect themselves had been "inadvisable" and should be urgently revisited.
On 26 December, The Sunday Times revealed that government advisers had been split over whether to offer healthy children flu immunisation. It said the vaccine might have cut the number of Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks at how the press caught the British government by surprise by highlighting the severity of swine flu cases this winter.
Fresh swine flu worries
youngsters then being treated in intensive care wards for swine flu.
"In January, a majority of the flu sub-group of the government's Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation advised it would be 'prudent' to include children aged six months to five years in the winter's flu vaccine programme. Minutes of the meeting stated: 'Children under five are the age group with the highest rate of hospitalisations from influenza-like illness during the H1N1 epidemic'. However, in July, the full committee dropped the plan in its advice to ministers."
Ensuing days saw a heated but confusing row between politicians and others. "The swine flu outbreak sparked a furious war of words last night as Health Minister Simon Burns
Dangerous: The swine flu virus appears to be attacking younger, healthier victims in the UK with often severe, life-threatening disease. (Picture: AMI Images/Science Photo Library.) accused Labour of exploiting the virus for political ends," said the Daily Mail (31 December). "He rejected claims by Shadow Health Secretary John Healey that the government had cancelled a flu jab plan for under-fives to save money."
Meanwhile, as The Guardian reported on the same day, Health Secretary Andrew Lansley had reinstated a "Catch It, Bin It, Kill It" advertising campaign. "It had been discontinued despite helping educate the public to adopt good hygiene habits during last year's H1N1 swine flu epidemic at a cost of just £609,000. He has been criticised for not instigating the campaign to urge everyone at risk to get a seasonal flu jab from their GP, and for not ensuring that all under-fives are offered the vaccine."
On 1 January The Independent reported experts as saying that "it could be too late for those still unprotected against swine flu to gain maximum benefit from the vaccination…Latest figures show that the number of casualties with flu in intensive care has risen to 738, a 60% rise on last week. The total is now four times greater than the peak during last year's pandemic, and international evidence suggests that 10-15% of those in intensive care may die…The jab takes seven days to produce partial immunity and two to three weeks to provide maximum protection."
The Daily Mail (1 January) highlighted another dimension to the problem. "Doctors have run out of flu jabs amid one of the worst outbreaks of the illness in more than a decade," it reported. "Many surgeries failed to order sufficient doses earlier this winter and some admit they have no idea when extra supplies will arrive."
The strongest criticism came from the Sunday Express (2 January): "Our inability to deal with the current flu outbreak is a disgrace. Flu strikes most winters so why have we been caught napping? The worst affected of the illness can be prevented by vaccination so why weren't all those most at risk, the elderly, asthmatic and mothers-to be, given jabs earlier?" the paper said in an editorial. "This is a tragedy that should have been averted."
Bernard Dixon is the European editor of the American Association for Microbiology.
Gorilla success
Think of the smallest village you know, anywhere. The chances are that it is home to more people than the entire global population of mountain gorillas, one of our closest primate relatives.
But the good news is that conservation efforts in one of the New hopes: Conservation efforts in one of the most difficult regions of the world appear to be paying dividends for the critically endangered mountain gorilla. (Picture: © Martin Harvey / WWF-Canon.) most geographically challenging and politically dangerous areas of the world appears to be having success in increasing the numbers of this extraordinary animal.
The animal's home range is now confined to a region of mountain rainforest that crosses the borders of Uganda, Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
